politics of Cheshire. 2 The royal remarks recorded in the diary entry deserve greater attention than they have heretofore received as they provide insights into several aspects of English history, including the formation of national identity, the character of political rhetoric and perceptions of difference in skin colour.
Little attention has been paid to James II's electoral tour of the western counties of England in the summer of 1687, of which the visit to Chester was a part. His tour was designed to allay protestant suspicions of his motives as a catholic king and to encourage the election of Members of Parliament who would support religious toleration. 3 It is possible that his speech at Chester was not unique and was simply his standard stump speech. There are hints in other sources that suggest this may have been the case.
4
Whether or not the speech was unique, the newly uncovered diary entry is now the fullest extant account of what the king was saying on his tour. Although the account is highly mediated, being recorded by a gentleman in his diary at least two hours after the address was given, other comparable sources of the king's thoughts on politics are also heavily mediated. 5 Very few letters and papers in James II's own hand survive from the period of his reign. His address at Chester provides the clearest evidence yet uncovered of what speech solely for the information it might divulge about the purity of the king's motives would be to underrate its importance. The address was a work of political rhetoric designed to persuade its audience. 8 Whether sincere or devious in intent, its language illuminates larger questions about the nature of identity formation in early modern
England. In his speech the king articulated a new form of collective belonging that was predicated on a novel understanding of English identity. He implicitly challenged the dominant mode of national identity formation in early modern England, one that was based on the primacy of Protestantism. 9 By placing this speech in context, one can demonstrate that English national identity in the late seventeenth century was plural.
Different Englishmen and women held different beliefs about what characteristics
defined their nation. The Revolution of 1688-9, moreover, which has been construed as a rising of the English nation in defense of English norms, can be reconceived as a contest between two English communities, each holding to a different sense of English national identity.
The immediate context of the king's speech can be summarised as follows. The king's remarks at Chester are important enough to bear quoting at length.
Several Whig leaders from
The diarist recording those remarks was Sir Willoughby Aston, a 47-year-old Cheshire baronet affiliated with the Whig group in local politics. 10 Sir Willoughby had shown little enthusiasm for the king's religious policies and most likely opposed them. In his diary entry for 27 August 1687, he noted the following:
. Person but with our hearts and affections, or to that Effect. the King sayd he hoped so and our Countenances expressed no less, he told us he hoped we would join with him in endeavouring to set aside all animosities, and distinctions of parties and names, which would be done by removing the occasions, which were 10 For Aston, see G. Ormerod, The History of the County Palatine and City of Chester (2nd edn., 3 vols., London, 1882), i: lxvii, 725-6. 11 The Miter was a public house in Chester where Aston occasionally dined.
12 John Offley of Madeley, Aston's brother-in-law, had been held in the Tower of London along with Lord Delamere in 1685 under suspicion of treason. 13 The reception was held at the Pentice, a civic building in Chester, where the king was 'seated under a canopy of crimson velvet, purposely prepared for him'. In order for this chain of reasoning to bear the weight of the larger argument, the audience must have known what James meant by the 'complexion' of 'black men'. Skin tone or colouring was only one of several possible meanings of the word 'complexion' in early modern England. The word was also used in humoral theory to denote the underlying mixture of the four humours that prevailed in any given individual.
Complexions, in this sense, could be described as sanguine, choleric, melancholy, or phlegmatic; but they were not usually described as 'black'. The term 'complexion' was also used in a looser sense to refer to a person's temperament. Early modern natural philosophers queried whether skin colour was fixed by heredity or whether it could be altered by exposure to sunlight. Some argued that complexions could change permanently under the influence of climate. 35 James might have been aware of these arguments that skin colour was mutable under certain climatic conditions. If he meant to invoke these claims, the analogy he was drawing would have been rendered even more apt. Religious belief, then, would be like skin tone in that it was both involuntary and mutable; any alterations that occurred in one's complexion were, like alterations of religious belief, a result not of conscious choice but of the influence of God or the influence of the climate in which one lived. desire to see others persecuted for differences of opinion'. With this statement, the king elevated national identity above other forms of collective identity in England. He was responding to a situation in which his subjects had divided into competing groups, the 'animosities and distinctions of parties and names' that he alluded to earlier in his address. By referring to 'animosities' the king hinted at the divisions that had caused conformists to persecute nonconformists. The 'distinctions of parties and names' had been sharpened by the Whig and Tory parties that came into being over the previous decade. The king at Chester steered his subjects away from thinking of themselves primarily as Whigs or conformists, Tories or nonconformists, and toward thinking of themselves first and foremost as English. In modern times political scientists have posited that inter-group tensions in a diverse society can be reduced if political leaders articulate an overarching identity that encompasses all members of that society. 61 This was the strategy that James II pursued in 1687.
To execute this strategy, the king needed to advance a definition of English identity that was broad enough to encompass all English citizens. The dominant concept of national identity in post-Reformation England did not suit this end, for it was based on the primacy of Protestantism and the stigmatisation of Catholics. The king omitted any mention of Protestantism in his address at Chester. He substituted liberty of conscience as the bedrock principle of English identity. To be English was, therefore, to be tolerant.
Most English Catholics had come to accept the necessity of toleration and could be subsumed under this overarching definition of national identity. 62 The new definition was non-sectarian in nature. By calling on his subjects to show themselves to be 'Englishmen' and by defining Englishness as essentially tolerant, the king was suggesting that national identity should trump other forms of collective identity, including religious affiliation.
A similar idea was expressed by Sir William Williams, the solicitor general, in his introduction to the king's speech. According to Aston's diary the Welsh lawyer stated that 'unity was better than Uniformity, and he hoped all would unite in being good subjects to his Majestie.' As part of an introduction to an address on toleration, the word 'uniformity' had a religious connotation, evoking the 1662 Act of Uniformity that expelled most Presbyterian ministers from the Church of England. Williams thus suggested that although the religious composition of the nation was not uniform the nation could remain united under the crown, with the king serving as the centripetal force holding it together. The effect of his suggestion was to elide differences between Protestants and Catholics, subsuming them within an overarching unity that was grounded on political principle. This was the effect of the king's speech as well. This typology, once used to describe differences between nations, now tends to be used to describe differences within nations. Tensions can arise when sub-national groups form different ideas of the nation. One historian, for instance, has argued that nineteenthcentury France saw a divide between the 'civic' nationalism that emerged from the Revolution of 1789 and a resurgent 'ethnic or cultural' nationalism based on Catholicism and rural folk culture. 64 These interpretive vocabularies are less useful for describing the societies of early modern Europe, where forms of national identity were typically grounded on religion.
The idea advanced by some historians that forms of national identity based on religion are somehow 'ethnic' or 'ethnocultural' is difficult to sustain, as it relies on the premise that religious belief is largely involuntary and inherited. 65 This premise runs counter to the self-understandings of many early modern men and women. The seventeenth century Christianity. 78 Historians of James II's reign have overlooked this clash of national identities because of an unwarranted assumption that a single nation possesses only a single form of national identity at any given moment in time. 79 The supporters of the king's measures sought to present themselves as a mass movement. They composed addresses of thanks to the king after his Declaration for Liberty of Conscience was issued. These addresses were in some cases signed by hundreds or even thousands of hands. More than two hundred addresses from various groups and regions were sent to the king. 80 Some were sweeping statements of tolerationist sentiment while others offered only tepid support. One common theme of the addresses was that the king had 'united' the nation under the standard of liberty. The situation that had prevailed before the king's declaration was described in terms reminiscent of Hobbes's state of nature. It was a state of affairs that had 'made one neighbour to be more like a Turk than a Christian to another' and had subjected nonconformists to 'continual Fears' of persecution and deprivation. The new state of affairs, by contrast, had caused a 'supernatural Union of all English Hearts'. The king's declaration had led to a state of peace like the one that had prevailed on Noah's ark: 'as in the miraculous preservation of Government in the Ark, even Creatures of most contrary
Principles live together in the quiet and peaceable enjoyment of themselves'. This conciliatory effect was attributed to the king himself and to the principle of unified observers took his flight to France as a sign that his allegiance to England was weak;
others saw the opposite in his persistent efforts to regain his throne. The French ambassador D'Avaux wrote in 1689 that the king had 'a heart too English to undertake anything that could vex the English'. This statement echoed one made by James to Parliament in 1685: 'I have a True English Heart, as Jealous of the Honour of the Nation as You can be'. 85 The king's own body had become the grounds on which competing versions of English national identity were played out.
In seeking to accord full rights of citizenship to religious nonconformists, King James, a Catholic himself, advocated a new and more incorporative form of collective belonging. The king maintained that certain traits, including religious belief and physical complexion, were not an acceptable basis for punishment by the state or quarreling by individuals. He suggested that national laws and constitutions should be grounded not on mandating the uniform possession of involuntary characteristics, but rather on accommodating differences in those characteristics. Unity was not uniformity, and neither complexion nor religious opinion should be used as grounds for stigmatising others. This conception of Englishness tended towards a 'civic' or political identity in that it was founded on a common, willed adherence to a political creed or constitutionthe 'Magna Carta' for liberty of conscience. The new test of civic virtue would be adherence to this new 'Magna Carta', rather than to a particular religious creed. rights-based rhetoric of citizenship that had not previously been used by any English monarch. It is likely that he borrowed much of this rhetoric from William Penn, yet it is remarkable, given his reputation as an authoritarian, that he used it at all. This rhetoric gained a popular purchase among some of those who had been stigmatised by the laws that the king was seeking to overturn. His inclusive version of English national identity was overwhelmed nonetheless by a counter-attack that proved more effective than anything he could muster. Despite his inventive rhetoric and his funding of a broad propaganda campaign, his power to reshape the ideas of his people had been shown to be limited. King James had attempted to stretch a concept of national identity that proved ultimately to be inelastic.
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